Review of “Islamic Spectrum in Java” by Timothy Daniels by Retsikas, Kostas
Book reviews 363
Timothy Daniels, Islamic Spectrum in Java, Ashgate, Aldershot, 2009, 191
pp.
reviewed by Dr Konstantinos Retsikas, Department of Anthropology, SOAS,
Thornhaugh Street, Russell Square, London WC1H 0XG, UK. E-mail: kr1@soas.
ac.uk. 
Since 9/11/2001, and save for the case of anthropologists being in-
volved in Human Terrain System operations in Afghanistan and Iraq
(González, 2008), anthropological engagements with Islam have on
the whole been conducted on largely the same intellectual terrain as
before. In general, this intellectual terrain has been marked by a largely
teleological agenda centred round the question of Islam’s ‘compatibil-
ity’ with modernity. For decades, particular case studies have analysed
specific Muslim cultures and societies, along with specific interpreta-
tions of the faith, broad commensurability with democracy, market
capitalism, women’s rights, secularity, homosexuality, etc. In the case
of Indonesia, Clifford Geertz’s (1960) classic study of 1950s Java painted
a picture of a modern future about to be actualized through Muslim
reformers’ emphasis on education, individual accountability and con-
centration on worldly affairs. Writing several decades after Geertz,
however, and while any lingering hopes had been dashed by the emer-
gence of the New Order, Robert Hefner (2000) was predicting that if
democratic reform was to be successful, this very much rested with the
traditionalist variant and more specifically with those Muslims advo-
cating for the creation of a strong and tolerant civil society vis-à-vis
those interested in establishing the monolith of an Islamic state. 
Timothy Daniels’s recent ethnography on the Islamic spectrum in
Java is the latest offshoot of a long lineage of modernization theory.
The study is based on fieldwork undertaken in 2003 amidst the social
and political developments spurred by the call for reformasi. It is pri-
marily preoccupied with mapping and modelling the varieties of being
Muslim in reformasi Yogyakarta, and most importantly with forecast-
ing, predicting and anticipating the consequences public cultural forms
could have for promoting, advancing and institutionalizing equality,
another key criterion for measuring the relative achievement of moder-
nity.
In the introduction to the book, the author, who notes himself to be
an African–American Muslim married to a woman from Yogyakarta,
finds the concept of ‘democratization’ wanting for its neo-liberal un-
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derpinnings, and adopts that of ‘equalization’ as a less loaded concept.
However, what this change of register barely conceals is that both ap-
proaches – Daniels’s own and that of the people he criticizes – share
the exact same conceptual ground as the condition of possibility of
their analytical framework. An alternative ground for proffering equali-
zation as a concept that privileges its proximity to the demands and
concerns of the reformasi era is not explored adequately, remaining for
the most part latent throughout the ethnography. The end result of this
latency is that the analysis often slides back and forth between Daniels’s
own categories and those that properly belong to his informants. In this
respect, the book assumes a perfect correspondence of emic and etic
understandings of equality, leaving thus unexamined the anthropologi-
cally productive gaps and fissures that necessarily open up in the
translation process.
In its portrayal of the diversity of being a Muslim in Java, the book
as a whole reaffirms the tripartite division of Muslim orientations into
kejawen, traditionalist and modernist that is well established in the lit-
erature. At the same time, it keeps up with more recent theorizations of
identity in the social sciences, emphasizing the contextual, fluid and
contested nature of identities as they become enmeshed with politics,
history, geography and biography. The same tripartite division is fur-
ther utilized in coming up with an ideal-type classification of Javanese
healers into dukun, kyai and ustadz that recognizes and allows for per-
spective shifts in and contestations over the identification of individual
healers. Daniels is eager to infer from such a division of world views
the visions of a future Indonesian polity entailed therein. He thus ar-
gues that while kejawen and traditionalist orientations tend to favour a
polity led by charismatic leaders whose powers are assumed to be based
either on ties to past Javanese kings or on intimacy with Allah, mod-
ernists share visions of Indonesia based on the implementation of Islamic
law. Such inferences, however, are highly conjectural and akin to the
simplistic and dubious conclusions characterizing think tank reports. 
Also at the centre of the book’s concerns lies the ethnographic effort
to delineate and discuss contemporary practices undertaken by a vari-
ety of Javanese Muslims that aim to differentiate between the arts
[budaya] and religion [agama]. The effort to relate the Islamic spec-
trum to Islamic concerns over a range of spectacles allows the
ethnography to move easily from palace ritual celebrations and dangdut
performances to student theatrical productions and neo-Sufi congrega-
tions that combine prayer sessions with song and music. And while the
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exercise is indeed admirable and the range of arts reviewed
is breathtaking, there is little depth or detail in the ethnography to ex-
cite and challenge any reader familiar with the island. The fact that
Muslim puritans were scandalized by Inul Daratista’s sensual dance or
that kejawen and traditionalist Muslims came to her rescue in the name
of either ‘tradition’ or ‘human rights’ is hardly unanticipated, given
the history that informs similar cases and concerns over public dis-
plays of female (and male) sexuality both in Indonesia and beyond.
The same also goes for student theatre productions articulating cri-
tiques against corruption, collusion and nepotism while drawing upon
Islamic ethics or nationalist populism or Marxism.
Finally, there are two further aspects that are problematic with re-
spect to what this study sets out to do. The first relates to the total
absence of any sociologically informed framework of analysis that would
attempt to: (a) locate Islamic variants in the overall structures of in-
equality found in Javanese society, (b) provide an analysis of the roots
and modes of perpetuation of such inequalities, and (c) account for
reformasi in relation to such inequalities. As things stand, not only is
equality taken to be a universal, normative desire, but it is also the case
that reformasi as a whole becomes synonymous with utopian visions
to which many activists I am sure do not subscribe. Second, the lack of
any comparative framework of analysis that would situate Java within
developments, concerns and patterns found in other parts of the Is-
lamic world leaves this study in the anthropology of religion without
any discernible anchor.
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